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Abstract: Building a sense of identity and belonging is an inseparable part of immigrants’ acculturation journey in 
the host country. For older immigrants, this acculturation journey involves dealing with the dual challenge of cross-
cultural adjustment and ageing in a foreign land. This study conceptualizes immigrants’ acculturation experiences as 
building a sense of home in a foreign land, and explores how older Chinese immigrants develop identity and 
belonging in the home-building process. Data were collected from 20 first-generation Chinese immigrants ageing 
from 56 to 86 in the city of Brisbane, the third largest city in Australia. Participants were provided a written copy of 
a set of semi-structured and open-ended questions, with follow-ups by the researchers through face-to-face, 
telephone, or the Internet. Thematic analysis identified three themes, which characterize the concept of home: home 
as a site where belonging becomes layered; home as a site where hyphenated identity is developed; and home as a 
site where cultural and social connections are maintained. While place of residence gives a sense of the geographic 
location of home, the feeling of “being at home” is derived from identity and belonging built through social and 
family relationships and adherence to heritage cultural traditions. These findings contribute to the literature on the 
dynamics of identity and belonging among immigrants ageing in a foreign land. 
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Ageing well has attracted the attention of 
researchers and policy-makers internationally, as the 
global population of people aged 60+ is expected to rise 
from 962 million in 2017 to 2.1 billion in 2050 (UN 
News, 2017). Further, the number of older people from 
culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds 
(CALD) is increasing. In Australia, for example, current 
projections estimate the proportion of 65+ years old 
CALD people will rise from 23% in 2011 to 30% by 
2021 (Migliorino, 2013). Among the CALD population, 
people of Chinese heritage form one of the largest and 
fastest growing ageing immigrant populations in 
Western countries (Gibson, Braun, Benham & Mason, 
2001). Broadly speaking, there are two groups of older 
Chinese immigrants: those who immigrated at a 
younger age and grew old in Australia, and those who 
made the immigration journey at a later age to join their 
adult children who had settled down in Australia before 
them. Regardless of age at migration, research 
consistently shows that older immigrants often associate 
ageing in a foreign land with social isolation (Lewicka, 
2008) and low psychological well-being (Liu & 
Simpson Reeves, 2016). These problems can reduce 
their sense of belonging and a feeling of home in the 
host country, thus hindering their ageing well in a 
foreign land. 
The sense of home is especially important to older 
immigrants’ well-being because a feeling of “being at 
home” gives them a sense of identity and belonging as 
they age in a foreign land. Current public health policies 
internationally encourage “ageing in place,” which 
refers to older people living in their own home and 
community for as long as possible rather than in 
residential care (Frank, 2002). Research shows that 
ageing in place, compared to ageing within institutional 
care, is conducive to well-being because of the 
associated benefits to older people such as 
independence, familiarity with the neighborhood, closer 
contact with family and friends, and a sense of comfort 
of being at one’s own home (Torres, 2013). Despite 
these obvious benefits, we have limited knowledge of 
what meanings older immigrants themselves assign to 
their home and what sources they draw upon to build 
their sense of home in a foreign land (Zhan, Wang, 
Fawcett, & Fan, 2017). As immigrants’ home is not 
only a place of residence and a set of relationships with 
family members, but also a cultural site where home and 
host cultures meet, an immigrant’s home, by extension, 
is a cultural home where identity, belonging, and social 
connections including transnational connections are at 
play. 
The present study aims to advance an 
understanding of the processes through which older 
Chinese immigrants attach meaning to home and build a 
sense of home in Australia. The overarching research 
questions are: What does home in a foreign land mean 
to older Chinese immigrants in Australia? How do they 
build a sense of home as they age in a foreign land? 
These research questions are explored in a qualitative 
study with a sample of 20 first generation older Chinese 
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immigrants in the city of Brisbane, Australia. The term 
“Chinese immigrants” is defined by the ethnic culture 
and place of origin, including immigrants who came 
from the People’s Republic of China, Taiwan, and Hong 
Kong. Globally, Chinese diaspora communities are the 
largest and most vibrant diaspora communities of a non-
native English speaking background, with an estimated 
total population of 40 million across 140 countries (Tan, 
2013). Specifically related to this study, the Chinese 
community in Australia is one of the largest ethnic 
groups, with more than 1.2 million people who identify 
as having Chinese ancestry, which is approximately 5% 
of the country’s total population (ABS, 2018). Given the 
magnitude of the Chinese diasporas and the increasingly 
diverse ageing population globally, research that 
enhances our understanding of how Chinese immigrants 
assign meanings to home in a foreign land and how 
home is linked to their identity and belonging can make 
an important contribution to acculturation theories and 
research. 
 
Acculturation of Older Immigrants 
Settling into a new country is a complex process, 
and for immigrants, this process always involves the 
negotiation of identity, belonging, and home that may 
extend beyond geographic borders. Cultural identity is 
derived from membership of a cultural group within 
which knowledge of beliefs, values, worldviews is 
shared (Adler, 1997). The categories people use to 
define themselves culturally, for example, Chinese or 
Australian, symbolically mark the boundaries between 
the self and the other. A strong cultural identity imparts 
a sense of belonging to a stable and identifiable cultural 
group, providing a frame of reference for thinking, 
doing and being (Butler-Sweet, 2011). The attachment 
and pride instilled from belonging to any given cultural 
group is essential in forming a solid foundation for 
psychological well-being (Berry, 1997). On the other 
hand, a lack of a sense of belonging has been found to 
lead to cultural homelessness (Walters & Auton-Cuff, 
2009) as well as a perception of reduced control over 
one’s life (Hogg & Abrams, 1999). When cultural 
transition occurs, the old sense of belonging to a stable 
cultural group usually needs to be negotiated in the new 
cultural context.  
A plethora of acculturation studies which have 
examined immigrants’ integration indicate that through 
learning the national language and following culture-
governed norms of behavior in the settlement country, 
immigrants come to belong to the host country by 
degrees (Berry, 1997). But this attention to the 
performance of culture addresses only the social 
element of belonging and not necessarily its subjective 
experience, and it is this subjective sense of belonging 
that primarily contributes to well-being (Ralph & 
Staeheli, 2011). Older immigrants face the challenge of 
cross-cultural adjustment in the context of ageing, 
which often creates a sense of being out of place (Park 
& Kim, 2013). Research shows that many of them feel 
that they belong to neither where they come from, nor 
where they are residing (Meijering & Lager, 2014). 
Although this feeling might apply to immigrants of all 
age groups, it tends to be stronger for older immigrants 
whose social participation in both home and host 
cultures is likely to decrease as they grow older (Treas 
& Mazumdar, 2002). Currently, there is very limited 
research that explores the lived experiences of older 
migrants as they age in a foreign land, and how they 
negotiate a sense of home (Zhan et al., 2017). This 
research therefore generates an insight into this under 
researched area, through exploring the home-building 
process for older Chinese immigrants. 
 
The Multifaceted Concept of Home 
Attachment to home is significant for older people 
given their reduced levels of mobility and social 
engagement, the longer time they spend at home 
compared to younger people, and the importance of 
place in preserving a sense of independence in older age 
(Dahlin-Ivanhoff, Haak, Fänge, & Iwarsson, 2007). The 
concept of home is conceptualized in different ways. 
However, it is generally agreed among scholars in 
environmental gerontology and environmental 
psychology that the home encompasses physical, social 
and personal dimensions (Rowles & Chaudhury, 2005). 
As a concept of physical location, the home is a 
“defined space for its residents providing shelter and 
protection for domestic activities and concealment, and 
an entity separating private from public domains” 
(Oswald & Wahl, 2005, p. 21), which includes its 
physical amenities, its functionality and the ways in 
which individuals interact within the spatial context. 
However, studies have consistently shown that the home 
is much more than its physical location or its 
functionality; it embodies strong social and personal 
meanings, which can positively influence the well-being 
of older people (Sixsmith, 1986). 
The conceptualization of the home as a social place 
views home as a set of relationships, such as 
relationships with family or friends. The development of 
emotional bonds with family and friends in where 
people reside is a prerequisite to developing a sense of 
belonging (Lewicka, 2008). A study in the Netherlands 
found that older people placed greater value on the 
intangible aspects of place, including their lived 
experiences, cultural traditions, memories, and life 
stories (van Hees, Horstman, Jansen, & Ruwaard, 
2017). In this sense, home is not simply a location, but a 
“warehouse of memories” connecting their life in the 
home country with life in the host country (Stones & 
Gullifer, 2016, p. 458). Moreover, such connections can 
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extend beyond geographic borders, thanks to 
communication technologies (Torres, 2013). 
Environmental gerontologist Rowles (1986) 
proposes that individuals build three types of insideness 
with a place. These are physical insideness (familiarity 
with the physical environment), social insideness 
(integration into the social fabric of the community), 
and autobiographical insideness (sense of identity 
created by accumulation of experiences in a place). For 
example, a study on older Turkish immigrants’ living in 
inner-city districts of Brussels found that social 
insideness is achieved through their everyday social 
exchanges, the creation and maintenance of social roles, 
and the networks within their neighborhood and 
families (Buffel, 2015). Another example came from a 
study examining how physical features of 
neighborhoods such as parks and public seating where 
people can gather together for social activities help to 
build physical insideness with the local neighborhood, 
which in turn contributes to social insideness (Ottoni, 
Sims-Gould, Winters, Heijnen & McKay, 2016). Both 
studies showed that connectedness to the local 
environment (physical insideness), social networks 
(social insideness), and identification with the place 
where one resides (autobiographical insideness) 
contribute to a sense of home in older people. Much of 
this research theorizes the home-building process at a 
general level, with little research focusing on the home-
building process from the perspectives of migrants, and 
particularly older migrants. The present study addresses 
this gap by interconnecting links between ageing, 
acculturation, and home-building. 
 
Building a Sense of Cultural Home 
The concept of cultural home originally refers to an 
ethnic, racial or geographic community, which provides 
its members with a set of integrated assumptions, 
values, beliefs, social norms, and emotional attachments 
developed within a socio-cultural framework (Vivero & 
Jenkins, 1999). The sense of being at home culturally is 
safe, relaxing, stress reducing and comfortingly familiar 
(Liu, 2015). Similar to individual homes, a cultural 
home is thus a cognitively grasped and emotionally 
comforting sense of “being at home” with family 
members who share a cultural heritage and practice 
passed on from generation to generation (Hoersting & 
Jenkins, 2011).  
An immigrants’ home in a foreign land is also a site 
of culture. In other words, an immigrant’s home is a site 
where home and host cultures meet and where identity 
and belonging is negotiated. The sense of home is 
especially of significance to Chinese immigrants 
because many of them tend to live with their adult 
children or grandchildren in the host country. 
Generational differences in adherence to traditional 
cultural values and practices could lead to problems in 
intergenerational relationships. For example, filial piety 
is an important concept among older Chinese 
immigrants; the older generation expects to live with 
their adult children and be cared for by the younger 
generation (Gui & Koropeckyj-Cox, 2016). Yet, in 
Australia and many other Western countries this is not 
the cultural norm expected of adult children who have 
acculturated at a faster speed than the older generation 
and tend to see filial piety more in terms of provision of 
financial support to their elderly parents (Mui & Kang, 
2006). Indeed, older immigrants often experience 
acculturative stressors related to identity, belonging, and 
cultural differences at home (Chow, 2004). These 
stressors can undermine their ageing well in a foreign 
land. An understanding of the process of home-building 
by older Chinese immigrants as they age and acculturate 
in a host country can inform the design of strategies to 
facilitate ageing well in a foreign land.  
 
Methodology 
The present study adopted a qualitative research 
approach where a set of semi-structured and open 
questions were presented to all participants in writing 
initially, and then we followed them up with face-to-
face meetings, conversations over the phone, or on the 
Internet. Open-ended questions allowed participants to 
provide descriptions of socially constructed experiences 
and meanings assigned to real-life experiences 
(Creswell, 2012) while the semi-structured questions 
functioned to give them some idea of the focus of the 
study. All data collection was conducted in Chinese 
languages: the written questions provided to the 
participants were in Chinese characters; the oral 
communication with the participants was either in 
Cantonese or Mandarin. Data analysis was also 
performed in the native language to ensure that the 
original meaning of the data was retained. The quotes 
cited in this article were translated into English after 
data analysis was completed. Ethical approval for the 
fieldwork was obtained from the Human Research 
Ethics Committee of The University of Queensland. 
 
The Participants 
Participants (N = 20) were recruited using a 
combination of purposive and snowball sampling 
strategies. We contacted people of 60 or older with 
Chinese ancestry at church, community gatherings, 
informal social activities, and through personal contacts. 
Eventually, a convenience sample of 20 people agreed 
to participate in the study, with two participants aged 
under 60 (56 and 59, respectively) and all other 
participants at the age of 60 and above (M = 67.05, SD 
= 7.23). The two participants under 60 years old were 
included for reasons: (1) we did not want to drop any 
participants given the small sample size; and (2) the two 
participants provided very useful data in that Participant 
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#1 (59 years old) came to Australia at 19 years of age 
whereas Participant #20 (56 years old) came to 
Australia at the age of 41. Both of them provided 
interesting data on the home-building process in 
Australia (see Results section).  
The sample was approximately gender balanced 
with 11 females and 9 males. Their length of residence 
in Australia ranged from 15 to 54 years (M = 31.25, SD 
= 8.80). Half of the participants immigrated to Australia 
when they were under 40 years of age, with the oldest 
moving to Australia at the age of 60. Before moving to 
Australia, they worked in a wide range of professions 
such as accountant, builder, chef, government official, 
nurse, doctor, office assistant, and technician, and only 
one person came to Australia as a student. Fourteen  
participants (70%) reported that the main reason for 
them to immigrate to Australia was providing their 
children with a better life and good opportunities for 
education, whereas  the rest (6, 30%) came to Australia 
for self-education or other reasons. When asked to 
describe their current roles, most of the participants 
used the word “grandparents”. They were first 
generation Chinese immigrants from Hong Kong, PRC 
and Taiwan who were naturalized as Australian citizens. 
We could not provide the exact percentage of 
participants from each country/region because not all of 
them specified their country of origin. 
 
The Questions 
The set of questions covered three domains 
surrounding the two research questions on the meaning 
of home and home building in a foreign land. Key 
questions fell into three categories: (1) the meaning of 
home and belonging; (2) cultural identification and 
intergenerational relationships; and (3) social 
connectedness with the community and friends (see 
Appendix for sample questions). Answers to those 
questions shed light on what the concept of home entails 
for older Chinese immigrants, what they do to build a 
sense of home in Australia, and how home is related to 
their identity and belonging.  
 
The Procedures 
We originally planned to interview all participants 
face-to-face. However, when we contacted the people 
who had given consent to participate in the study, 
almost all of them asked for a written copy of the 
questions in Chinese characters and indicated that they 
would like to read them, think through them, and write 
their answers to those questions at their own pace in 
their own time. They preferred to go through the 
questions in a less pressured way, rather than having to 
answer all questions at one sitting like at face-to-face 
interviews. Moreover, if they forgot something initially, 
they could add them when they looked at the questions 
the second or third time. As a result, we provided a 
written copy of the questions to all participants, together 
with pre-paid envelopes for them to return the 
completed questionnaires.  
After providing them with the questionnaires, we 
followed up with the participants through the phone and 
Internet conversations; and five of them (25%) 
approached us to go through the questions and answers 
with us like face-to-face interviews. All of them 
returned their completed questionnaires. Some answers 
were written in English; others in Chinese or a mixture 
of both languages. We digitally recorded the face-to-
face conversations with those who wanted to be 
interviewed in addition, with the participants’ consent. 
Hence, all participants were provided with the same set 
of questions, although the follow-ups were a mixed 
mode of phone, face-to-face, and Internet. Data 
collection was conducted during February and May 
2016. 
 
The Analysis  
Thematic analysis with an inductive approach was 
employed for the present study. This approach was 
chosen because it allowed the themes to emerge from 
the dataset itself rather than be determined by a specific 
pre-existing theoretical framework. Drawing on Braun 
and Clarke’s (2006) definition of thematic analysis as, 
“a method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting 
patterns (themes) within data” (p. 79) and being 
informed by their framework, we applied a data analysis 
method which involved iterative steps. This data 
analysis technique has been proven effective in 
identifying themes that emerge from qualitative data 
such as interview transcripts where the emphasis is on 
understanding individual experiences in real-life 
situations (Boeije, 2002). Similar methods of data 
analysis were applied in previous research to understand 
second, first, and 1.5 generation Chinese immigrants in 
Australia (Liu, 2015).  
The coding was carried out by the first author and a 
research assistant, who were native Mandarin and 
Cantonese speakers, respectively. The first step was 
data immersion, which means that the researchers 
become familiar with the dataset through repeated and 
thorough reading. The researchers read each completed 
questionnaire or interview transcript and assigned a 
code to a sentence, a paragraph or a section. For 
example, the code “identity” was assigned to transcripts 
where issues relating to self-identification as Chinese-
Australian were raised. The second step involved 
designation of codes based on initial patterns. After the 
first completed questionnaire was coded, each 
subsequent reading of the remaining questionnaires was 
carried out in relation to these coded themes identified 
in the first case. As new themes emerged, new codes 
were added as necessary (e.g., feeling a visitor being in 
home country). The data were constantly revisited after 
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initial coding, until no new themes were emerging. The 
third step was forming and refining of the themes 
derived from steps 1 and 2. Once the coding was 
completed, the codes that had common elements were 
merged to form themes. Themes were identified based 
on repeated patterns of concepts that furthered our 
knowledge of building a sense of home as they aged in a 
foreign land. The codes created by the two researchers 
were compared to ensure consistency of interpretation 
and to enhance the strength of conclusions drawn from 
qualitative research. To protect confidentiality, each 
completed questionnaire was assigned a number (e.g., 
04, 18), and these numbers were used to identify 
extracts. 
 
Results 
 Three key themes emerged each pointing to a 
specific domain of meaning characterizing home from 
the perspectives of the participants: home as a site 
where belonging becomes layered; home as a site where 
hyphenated identity is developed; and home as site 
where cultural and social connections are maintained. 
 
Home as a Site Where Belonging Becomes Layered 
Since it was common to see older Chinese 
immigrants live in the same house as their adult children 
and oftentimes grandchildren in Australia, we were 
interested in any perceived differences in belonging to 
Australian culture and the Chinese ethnic culture. The 
sense of belonging means to feel accepted, safe, and 
valued, and free to be himself or herself. We found that 
a general sense of belonging to Australia was expressed 
among the participants. Such a sense of belonging 
tended to be related to length of residence, citizenship, 
owning a house in Australia, and having children who 
grew up in Australia. Here were some examples of 
reasons provided by the participants for their belonging 
to Australia: “I have a strong sense of belonging to 
Australia because my children, grandchildren, and wife 
are all here” (#19). “I have a sense of belonging to 
Australia because I have lived in this country for over 
30 years” (#15). “I call Australia home and have a very 
strong sense of belonging because my children all grew 
up here and work here. They are well integrated in the 
society. Australia is my family” (#5). “I feel that I 
belong to Australia because I have a house in Australia, 
and I have an intension to spend my older years here” 
(#3).  
Those quotes showed that the strong sense of 
belonging to Australia was derived primarily from 
family. For many, the fact that family members were in 
Australia “planted roots” for place attachment and place 
identity, as one participant put it, Australia was “home 
sweet home” (#11) because her family members were 
living in the country. Similarly, another participant 
(#10) described his immigrating to Australia as, 
“growing roots” (luo di sheng gen), meaning when they 
stepped on the new land of Australia, they planted roots 
in the new soil; hence they belonged to where the roots 
had grown. Other reasons for belonging to Australia 
were related to long periods of residence in the country 
and holding an Australian passport (#7), as well as 
external factors such as friendly Australian people, good 
healthcare system and security (#8) and established 
legal regulations (#6, #7, #12). 
However, not all of them shared an equally strong 
sense of belonging to Australia. In particular, going 
beyond the family context to situate belonging in the 
larger social context, the feelings of belonging became 
mixed. This was related to the Chinese physical 
appearances and preferred language for communication. 
Regardless of age at immigration or length of stay in the 
country, some participants felt that their sense of 
belonging was not strong. When we asked one 
participant who immigrated to Australia at the age of 28 
and lived in Australia for 38 years why she felt less 
strongly about belonging to Australia, she replied,  
I had an average sense of belonging to Australia. 
You say Australia is my country; it is not really 
100% because my language is primarily Chinese. 
You say I don’t have a sense of belonging to 
Australia, it is not true. I like living in Australia. 
I’ve lived here for over 30 years, longer than I lived 
in Hong Kong. I’m an Australian. (#16)  
An interesting point made by this participant was 
the distinction between identity and belonging. While 
identity (Australian) was derived from length of 
residence in the country, belonging seemed to be more 
closely related to language, which is a medium through 
which the heritage Chinese culture is maintained. 
Further, although belonging is a more subjective sense 
of feeling, identity is not always self-defined, it can be 
ascribed by others. Another participant who had lived in 
Australia for 16 years described her experience this 
way: 
I have a sense of belonging to Australia, but not 
very strong. Of course, it depends on the context. 
Identity sometimes is not decided by the individual 
alone. You think you are an Australian, but others 
may not think so. Citizenship is an important factor 
for being an Australian, but appearance and way of 
life make me feel I’m not an Australian. (#20) 
Similar argument was found in participants’ 
justifications for lacking a strong Australian identity. 
They included differences in physical appearances 
compared with Anglo-Australians, following traditions 
in heritage culture, and using native language instead of 
the national language (English) in communication at 
home. Interestingly, while the ethnic language 
(Mandarin or Cantonese) was considered a marker of 
Chinese and a means for ethnic cultural maintenance, 
the English language was not viewed as a marker of 
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being an Australian. Instead, the Australianness came 
from residence and legal rights associated with 
citizenship, regardless of their ability to speak the 
English language. These findings revealed that identity 
and belonging are a layered construct, and the 
differentiated roles of ethnic language and national 
language in cultural identification. 
 
Home as a Site Where Hyphenated Identity is 
Developed 
Most of the participants saw their home primarily 
as a site where Chinese cultural traditions were 
observed and passed on from one generation to another. 
However, along with cultural maintenance, home was 
also seen as a place in which cultural shifting was 
manifested in younger generations, particularly the 
grandchildren who were born in Australia. Hence, both 
home and host cultures were always at play in the 
family context. The participants described their home as 
a Chinese-Australian home. The dual cultural affiliation 
was reflected in their cultural identification and 
intergenerational relationships. 
When we asked the participants about how they 
viewed themselves culturally, 60% (12 participants) of 
them self-identified as Chinese-Australian, 25% (5) as 
Australian, and the rest 15% (3) did not clearly express 
their cultural identification. They recognized that 
elements of heritage and host cultures in their dual 
cultural identity (Chinese-Australian). However, the 
Chinese and the Australian components of the cultural 
identity were derived from different domains. One 
participant who immigrated to Australia when he was 
19 years old and had lived in Australia for over 40 years 
described his cultural identification this way: 
I see myself as a Chinese-Australian because I like 
Australia. I’m proud of being an Australian citizen. 
But I still like my Chinese food and language. (#1) 
Similarly, another participant who made the 
immigration journey later in his life, at the age of 46, 
and had lived in Australia for close to 30 years told us: 
I see myself as a Chinese-Australian. I was brought 
up as Chinese. After I lived in Australia for so long, 
I became Australianized. Yes, I’m an Australian. I 
hold an Australian passport and own a house in 
Australia. (#4) 
When we asked what made them feel Australian, 
the reasons tended to be “being an Australian citizen” 
(#1, #20) or “having lived in Australia for a long time” 
(#9) or “calling Australia home” because their children 
were born and grew up in the country (#18), or owning 
a property in which they intended to live permanently in 
Australia (#3, #4). The fact that they started their family 
in Australia and that many of them were still living with 
their grown-up children (at the time of the study) made 
them attach elements of both cultures to home in 
Australia and their cultural identity.  
On the other hand, when we asked them about what 
made them feel Chinese in Australia, instead of 
citizenship and place of permanent residence, the 
reasons were associated with cultural heritage, food, 
tradition, language, physical appearances, and family 
connections. The Chinese component of identity seemed 
to be derived from something much deeper, something 
that cannot be changed. For example, they were 
“brought up as Chinese” (#4), or their “appearance, 
lifestyle, and cultural beliefs are all very traditional 
Chinese” (#20). While all participants expressed a sense 
of pride of being an Australian citizen and called 
Australia home, the Chineseness resided in their blood, 
regardless of length of residence in Australia. As such 
they wanted their younger generations to be able to 
speak the Chinese language and to observe Chinese 
cultural traditions, no matter how “Australian” they had 
become because they are Chinese. It is interesting to 
note, though, that the indicators used by the participants 
to define “traditional Chinese” varied across 
individuals, ranging from eating Chinese food and 
speaking the native language to being brought up in a 
Chinese family and celebrating traditional Chinese 
festivals. What they had in common was that their 
Chineseness resided in their physical appearance and 
blood, which could not be changed.   
 
Home as a Site Where Cultural and Social 
Connections are Maintained 
With most of the participants living in Australia for 
several decades, attachment to place was identified as a 
key contributor to a sense of home in Australia: “I have 
a strong sense of home in where I live [Australia]. I treat 
my home as permanent residence” (#1); “I have a very 
comfortable residence and a living environment. House 
symbolizes home, and home is in the house” (#2). At 
the same time, they were aware that their “home” was in 
a foreign land. To make the house a home, some of 
them used decorations, furniture, or photos to add 
Chineseness to their home: “There is a feeling of home 
because I can look at familiar furniture and photos” 
(#20); “I designed the house and decorations which all 
have Chinese cultural elements in them to make it feel 
like home” (#13); and “I have Chinese items on display 
as decoration of my house to make it a Chinese home” 
(#12). Most importantly, it was family members that 
played a key role in making them feel at home: 
It is hugely important that family members have 
harmonious relationships; they love each other and 
accept each other. When there is love in the family, 
it is home. (#2)  
This could partially be due to the Chinese tradition 
of extended family living under one roof, particularly 
grandparents lending a hand with cooking and looking 
after grandchildren. At the time of the study, many 
participants lived with their adult children’s family, 
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oftentimes, with grandchildren as well. A 70-year old 
participant who had lived in Australia for 26 years 
described his home this way: “My family is here. I feel 
at home. Home is a place you can be together with 
family when going through happiness and sadness” 
(#7). Other participants made similar remarks: “I have a 
sense of home here because of love and respect between 
husband and wife. My home has love and naturally it 
feels home” (#19); “I feel 100% at home here. After I 
settled down in Australia and my children went to 
school, Australia became my home” (#6). 
The sense of home embodied many Chinese 
cultural elements that older generations wished to pass 
on to younger generations. Examples are observation of 
traditional values (e.g., respect for seniority) and beliefs 
(e.g., relying on herbal medicine to maintain health and 
treat illness), adherence to the practice of grandparents 
lending a helping hand in looking after grandchildren, 
celebration of traditional festivals (e.g., Chinese lunar 
new year), and eating Chinese food and using the 
Chinese language for communication. Some participants 
limited the boundary of their concept of home to family 
members including relatives (#13, #15) while others 
situated their “home” in the broader Australian context, 
that is, to call Australia home (#6).  
While children, grandchildren, and harmonious 
intergenerational relationships played a pivotal role in 
cultivating a sense of home for older family members, 
they were clearly aware of the cultural change in 
younger generations, for example, the changed 
understanding of filial piety. Traditionally, Confucian 
cultural values of family care encouraged older Chinese 
people’s dependence on their children and reduced their 
desire to seek assistance from formal care providers 
(Zhan et al., 2017). Many older Chinese felt that since 
they sacrificed their personal interest for the betterment 
of their children (e.g., working to provide better 
education for their children) when they were young, 
they would expect a reciprocal filial obligation from 
their adult children to care for them in their later life. 
Such expectations were often not shared by younger 
generations who viewed their roles of caring for their 
older parents more in the provision of financial support, 
rather than fulfilling the role of a personal career. 
Hence, many older Chinese recognized that social 
norms associated with the tradition of filial piety had 
changed at home. The participants felt that they “need to 
be more independent” (#1); and “when I became too old 
to look after myself, I would move to an aged care 
facility” (#11). These discussions could take place at 
home with younger generations in a positive 
communication climate, rather than avoided as in the 
past because traditionally going to a care facility was 
interpreted as family rejection. The participants were 
generally grateful for the good healthcare system and 
living conditions in retirement villages in Australia 
(e.g., #7, #13, #19). On the other hand, they tried to 
push the idea of going to a retirement village or aged 
care facility as far into the future as possible (#2).  
We asked about whether they felt connections with 
the Chinese communities, friends, and the neighborhood 
helped to build a sense of home in Australia. Their 
general response was positive. Most of them kept 
regular contacts with friends through, for example, 
weekly gatherings at the church (#2, #6, #8, #11, #15, 
#19), dining out together or yum cha (having tea) once a 
week or fortnightly or visiting each other (#2, #4, #7, 
#10, #18). Others did not gather together with friends as 
regularly, perhaps once a year (#16, #20). Their social 
networks seemed to be entirely made up of friends with 
the same Chinese ethnic background. The purpose of 
gathering together, as they expressed, was to interact 
with friends to learn about what was going on. The 
sense of connection to the neighborhood was weak. This 
could be because quite a few of the participants did not 
live in an area densely populated by the Chinese co-
ethnics. 
In addition, the cultural and social connections 
extended beyond geographic borders. The interesting 
thing was that the motivation to keep contact with 
friends and relatives in the home country came from the 
realization that their “home” was in Australia. The 
participants felt that because of their residing in 
Australia there was a need for them to maintain old 
friendship through mediated channels such as Internet-
enabled devices in order to maintain old social 
connections. All of them talked to their friends on the 
phone, via email or Skype, WhatsApp, and WeChat, 
albeit at different levels of frequency. They treasured 
old connections, but at the same time, they felt the 
“distance” between old friends and themselves when 
returning to their old country. A participant who had 
lived in Australia for 16 years told us: 
Returning home, language is not a problem. 
However, when going out to shop or interacting 
with other people, I feel that there is a screen 
between them and me. The Chinese in China have 
different beliefs and norms governing behavior; 
sometimes when I’m in China I feel Australia is 
better. (#20) 
The sense of being a “visitor” in their home country 
was accentuated by ascribed cultural identities 
incongruent with the cultural context. As the same 
participant (#20) related, “I’m seen by Australians as 
Chinese; when I return to China, my friends see me as 
Australian.” Moreover, place attachment played an 
important role in cultivating a sense of home in 
Australia. Such attachment was clearly illustrated by a 
participant who had lived in Australia for 27 years: 
When I go back to my home country for a visit, I 
feel like a visitor because I have no house in my 
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home country. I stay with relatives, so I’m a guest. 
My house is in Australia. (#4)  
This person also told us that he maintained close 
contact with friends and relatives over the phone, 
WeChat, and emails. Although communication 
technologies made the maintenance of transnational 
friendship easy and extended their cultural connections 
into the home country, geographical distance could 
reduce the perceived importance of relationships with 
friends in the home country. 
Those participants without family members in the 
home country did not feel a sense of “returning home” 
when going back to their homeland. Rather, they felt 
like a visitor or traveler when returning to their home 
country. One participant who immigrated to Australia 
from Hong Kong 36 years ago said,  
Indeed, having left China for over 30 years, what I 
have is only memory [referring to Hong Kong]. 
There is no feeling of belonging. I’ve become 
accustomed to the Australian way of life and 
culture. (#2)  
Similarly, another participant from Hong Kong 
said that she “had no sense of returning home when 
going back to visit Hong Kong; it is the same as going 
to other places” (#16). This view was shared by 
participants from mainland China as well,  
I only go back to my home country every three or 
four years. I don’t really feel at home when I return 
to my home country because it has changed a lot. I 
feel like a visitor. (#1) 
These findings highlighted the importance of place 
identity and family in building a sense of home and 
belonging for older people. 
 
Discussion 
This study explored identity, belonging and home 
through the perspectives of first generation older 
Chinese immigrants who had resided in Australia for 
several decades. The findings pointed to the need for 
acculturation research to be situated more in the context 
of family (Ward & Geeraert, 2016) because building a 
sense of home through a set of relationships is central to 
the positive ageing experiences of older immigrants. 
Autographic insideness, that is, identity and belonging 
based on cumulative experience of living in a place, is 
important to older immigrants’ well-being. Given the 
increasing trend of ageing in place, that is, older people 
living in their own home for as long as possible instead 
of residing in a care facility, the question of how ageing 
individuals, family, community, and the larger society 
can collectively help older immigrants to build a sense 
of home, identity and belonging warrants further 
research. 
The findings show that immigrants’ home is also a 
cultural home; it is a site where home and host cultures 
meet and where hyphenated cultural identity is 
developed. However, the participants perceived their 
dual cultural identity (Chinese-Australian) as based on 
different components of the two cultures, never 
completely belonging to either culture after migration. 
While maintenance of heritage culture accounts for the 
Chinese component of identity, the Australian identity 
component does not necessarily derive from 
participation in the host culture. In this study, the 
majority of the participants self-identified as a Chinese-
Australian (only a small number of the participants 
identified as either Chinese or Australian only). While 
the Australian component of the identity was derived 
from citizenship and long period of residence in 
Australia, the Chinese component of identity came from 
something much deeper: beliefs, values, traditions, 
families and relatives – the Chineseness was “in the 
blood”. Similar to findings from a previous study on 
first, second, and 1.5 generation Chinese immigrants 
(Liu, 2015), the current study on older Chinese 
immigrants provided support for the claim that identity 
and belonging to home and host cultures can be derived 
from different domains.   
Additionally, the findings showed that language 
was an important component of the home-building 
process. All participants spoke native language at home 
reinforcing the important role of language in preserving 
culture. This is particularly significant because language 
is one of the main ways of communicating with groups 
and communities; this choice signifies their membership 
to and identification with the Chinese-Australian 
community, rather than explicitly Chinese or Australian.  
The findings from the present study also highlight 
the importance of familiarity with the physical 
environment, or physical insideness (Rowles, 1986), in 
building a sense of home and belonging among older 
immigrants. Some participants described how they used 
Chinese decorations in the house and furniture to create 
a sense of home. While communication technologies 
allow them to keep connected with old social 
connections in the home country, geographic distance 
and extended length of stay in the host country could 
weaken the sense of home in the old country. Some 
participants indicated that they did not have the feeling 
of “returning home” when they went back to visit their 
home country either because old friends and family 
members were no longer there or because the home 
country had changed much since they left. Underlying 
familiarity with the environment is the key concept of 
social insideness, which provides the building blocks for 
a sense of home, identity, and belonging. A recent study 
on older Chinese immigrants living in America also 
found that those who were able to build a sense of home 
from their local surroundings reported a higher level of 
belonging and greater life satisfaction (Zhan et al., 
2017).  
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Attachment to the place where one lives is 
particularly significant for older people due to the 
greater amount of time they spend in their own home. In 
this context, home plays an important role in creating a 
sense of belonging, as well as preserving a sense of 
identity and independence in older age (Buffel, 2015). 
For Chinese people, home embodies many cultural 
elements, such as upholding traditional values and 
beliefs, grandparents looking after grandchildren, 
celebration of festivals, eating traditional food, and 
bonding with family members. When place is explored 
as more than a geographical location, it promotes a 
deeper understanding of ageing in place. As Wiles and 
colleagues (2012) state, building a sense of place is “not 
merely about attachment to a particular home but where 
the older person is continually reintegrating with places 
and renegotiating meanings and identity in the face of 
dynamic landscapes of social, political, cultural, and 
personal change” (p. 358). It is this subjective sense of 
belonging that contributes to greater satisfaction in later 
life (Ralph & Staeheli, 2011). 
 
Conclusion  
Building a sense of home in a foreign land is an 
ongoing process for Chinese immigrants, as well as for 
migrants from other culturally and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds (CALD). This sense of home and 
belonging is embedded in the bicultural context they 
navigate through in their everyday lives. Living in-
between cultures could make them feel belonging 
peripherally to both home and host cultures; on the 
other hand, such bicultural experiences could lead to 
positive outcomes such as the development of 
intercultural competencies to switch between cultures. 
Because “culture” is not associated with one place, 
immigrants continuously negotiate their sense of home 
between the old and the new worlds and thus forge 
novel configurations of identification with home in both 
places as they become more familiar with the once 
unfamiliar host country. As the concept of “home” is 
multidimensional, ranging from psychological to 
physical aspects, it is important for acculturation 
researchers to delve into the dynamic ways in which 
immigrants continue to locate a sense of home as their 
life strides across home and host countries. The present 
study identified ways in which older Chinese 
immigrants assigned meanings to home, identity and 
belonging in Australia. Such research enriches our 
understanding of how home is experienced both as a 
location and as a set of relationships among older 
immigrants ageing in a foreign land. 
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Appendix. Sample Questions for Participants 
 
Categories Sample questions 
The meaning of home and belonging What does home mean to you?  
How do you build a sense of home in Australia?  
What are the things you consider as important to you 
when you think of home and why?  
How important do you think having children or 
grandchildren is in giving you a sense of home in 
Australia? 
Cultural identification and intergenerational 
relationships 
How do you identify yourself culturally? Why do you 
view yourself the way you do? In what ways do you 
see your cultural identification similar to or different 
from that of your younger generations?  
Social connectedness with the community and friends What do you do socially? 
How important do you feel to keep connected with 
old contacts in home country?  
How important do you feel it is to have friends in 
Australia?  
Do you feel a sense of “returning home” when you go 
back to your home country to visit friends and 
relatives? Why or why not? 
 
 
 
